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The issue of literacy outcomes for Aboriginal students has many facets, including, but not limited 
to: what literacies should be promoted through schooling; who can provide literacy instruction 
to Aboriginal students; and what pedagogic practices might be enacted.  This paper considers 
these interrelated issues and then suggests how process drama can be used effectively by non-
Aboriginal teachers in an attempt to respond to Nakata’s (2003, p. 13) plea that teachers must 
resist ‘the simplification and reduction of literacy goals to functional literacies’.  In particular, 
attention is drawn to ways of knowing, delineated by Kalantzis and Cope (2004) as four 
knowledge processes: experiencing, conceptualising, analysing and applying.  A practical 
application of how this framework can be applied through pedagogic practice is outlined and 
discussed.  The focus is on the multimodal designs of meaning that can be made available 





In this paper, I identify as a non-Aboriginal white Australian teacher educator who is searching 
for ways that non-Aboriginal teachers can work with, and learn from, Aboriginal students.  I am 
not writing as an expert on Aboriginal standpoints or on Aboriginal learning styles.  Nakata 
(2000, p. 117) quite rightly states that an Indigenous1 standpoint ‘can be established only by 
Indigenous people’.  Even after a period of intense research, I could not fully understand or write 
with authority about Aboriginal knowledges or ways of learning.  However, Craven (2002) and 
Osborne and Tait (2002) support the notion that it is possible for non-Aboriginal teachers to 
successfully teach Aboriginal students.  Partington (2002b, p. 20) challenges non-Aboriginal 
teachers to find ways for Indigenous students ‘to participate and succeed in school and at the 
same time retain their own cultures and languages, rather than having to adopt the values and 
pursuits characteristic of the dominant society’.  My experience with urban Aboriginal students in 
mainstream settings leads me to acknowledge that many Aboriginal students already have highly 
developed designs for learning (Kalantzis & Cope, 2004) that are often silenced by the 
pedagogical strategies selected by the teacher (cf. Hughes, More & Williams, 2004).  Malin’s 
                                                          
1   In this paper, the term ‘Indigenous’ refers to all Indigenous Australian people, that is, the many groups of 
Aboriginal Australians and Torres Strait Islanders.   
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(1989, p. 479) case study documents the ‘independence of thinking and action’ demonstrated by 
Aboriginal children in the mainstream classroom and the way that the case study teacher 
positions such thinking and action as undesirable.  I therefore put forward some strategies that I 
have trialed with culturally and socially diverse groups in urban settings in an attempt to promote 
the multimodal designs for learning of Aboriginal students.  I have found them to be successful in 
that they provide the space for students to draw upon, in the first instance, their preferred ways of 
learning and world view, and secondly, employ multiple literacies to communicate their message 
to a diverse audience.  
 
As a literacy educator, I have been influenced by Paulo Freire’s work in underprivileged areas in 
Brazil in the 1960s.  In his book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1972), he discusses an 
emancipatory pedagogical approach whereby ‘teacher’ and ‘student’ teach each other through 
joint negotiation and dialogue to produce a ‘deepened consciousness of their situation’ (1972, p. 
53).  This notion has been taken up by Kalantzis and Cope (2004) more recently as ‘community 
of learners’.  In both Freire’s and Kalantzis and Cope’s approach, teachers and students work 
together to explore issues that have been raised by the students, thus ensuring that the focus of 
learning is tied to an authentic purpose.  The students become agents of their own learning in that 
they are positioned as authorities in their field, are encouraged to bring their outside-of-school 
knowledges, languages and ways of learning into the classroom, and organise and set their own 
goals.  The teacher’s role is to recognise and capture the ‘teachable’ moments and provide 
instruction in the dominant literacy so that students can find out more about the issues under 
investigation, and perhaps, effect change.  The approach is underpinned by a desire for students 
to be validated as independent learners who use multiple literacies to access the discourses of 
power that may affect their life choices and life chances.  From this viewpoint, the teacher 
provides the means for thinking, talking, acting, reading and writing.  
 
However, I am also mindful of the claims that inculcation into dominant ways, such as a 
dominant literacy, is a process of assimilation in disguise (see Christie, 1984; Gale, 1996; Malin, 
1989; Partington, 2002b).  In addition, Harrison (2004) critiques the way that Indigenous 
knowledge is often assimilated by non-Indigenous ways of knowing.  For example, Nakata 
(1995) asserts that when Westerners write about ‘knowing’ Torres Strait Islanders they are 
reconstituting the Islander within a new discursive reality.  Yet, for reasons tied to my 
emancipatory social justice agenda of using multiple modes of literacy as a vehicle for making a 
difference to the life choices and life outcomes of Aboriginal students, I remain, in principle, 
supportive of the tenets of what Mandawuy Yunupingu calls ‘Double Power’.  According to 
Yunupingu (1999), Double Power is the power to operate in and negotiate between multiple 
cultures.  Martin Nakata (1997, 1999, 2000), a Torres Strait Islander, researcher of literacy and 
pedagogy, and advocate for a more focused and urgent pursuit of English education for 
Indigenous Australians, and Patricia Beattie (1999), a teacher who works with Aboriginal 
students, are strong supporters of the notion of Double Power.  Similarly, Harris (1990) maintains 
that the Aboriginal parents who participated in his study wanted their children to experience 
academic success along with the retention of family and cultural ties (see also Nakata, 2003; 
Partington, 2002b).  This is not because a Western education and instruction in Standard 
Australian English (SAE) are viewed as superior.  Rather academic success and competencies in 
SAE enable Aboriginal people to effectively operate in Western technological, financial, 
bureaucratic, legal and political systems.  Nakata (2000, p. 112) concurs, stating ‘an English 
education will enable us to negotiate our position in relation to these outside influences’.   
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Review of Literature on Strategies for Working with Aboriginal Students 
 
A review of literature on strategies for working with Aboriginal students is not without its own 
set of problems.  This is because the so-called ‘unknown’ Aboriginal student is so often 
constituted through what is supposedly ‘known’ about Western students (see Harrison, 2004).  
Moreover, such a review runs the risk of suggesting that Aboriginal ways of learning are stable 
over spaces and time and that Aboriginal students belong to a homogenous imagined community.  
In her discussion on working with students from culturally different backgrounds, Cazden (2000, 
p. 251) cautions that framing instruction according to a students’ cultural background alone ‘may 
reinforce, even create, stereotypes and lower expectations’.  She continues, ‘the information may 
make teachers less observant of their students rather than more’ (Cazden, 2000, p. 251).  There is 
much evidence in the literature that suggests students who come from supposedly similar cultural 
backgrounds, are in fact different types of learners.  For example, in Batten, Frigo, Hughes & 
McNamara’s (1998) interview based study with teachers of Aboriginal students, one teacher said, 
‘There were many differences among Aboriginal students’ and further to this, gave examples of 
three of her Aboriginal students, one of whom was ‘attentive and task-orientated’, another 
‘restless and active’, and a third ‘just dreams on’ (p. 131-132).  
 
However, according to Hughes, More & Williams (2004), as more and more studies attempt to 
report on Aboriginal ways of learning in ways that non-Aboriginal teachers can understand, what 
has been established as ‘norms’ in some studies are starting to be offered as plausible ‘norms’ for 
many, but not all, Aboriginal students.  For example, Craig’s (1993) findings from an interview 
based study with Aboriginal students, parents, teachers and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Workers (AIEWs) suggests that at least two factors were influential in the development of a 
supportive learning environment for Indigenous students.  These two factors were: catering for a 
wide variety of learning styles, including those which are less reliant on teacher talk; and 
teaching that is holistic and explicit (Craig, 1993, pp. 11-12).  Batten et al (1998) purport that 
core characteristics have been noted across groups of Indigenous students, but cautions that not 
all characteristics are applicable to all Indigenous students.  Seven of the core characteristics that 
Batten et al (1998, p. 132) nominate are: preference for group work; learning by doing rather than 
by discussing abstract concepts; responsiveness to visual stimuli; dislike of getting up in front of 
the class; need for approval and encouragement; facility with oral rather than written work; and 
value of repetition as an aid to learning.  The important point is that teachers must be cognisant of 
the differences and similarities in the ways that students learn.        
 
Another set of ‘norms’ established in the literature claims that students from different cultural 
backgrounds have different ways of learning and value different knowledges.  This is not 
something peculiar to Aboriginal students; all students have a cultural background, thus all 
students have particular ways of learning and a particular worldview.  However, for some 
students, their ways of learning and what they know is compatible with that of the teacher.  In 
these situations, the teacher assumes that they can recognise the student’s knowledge and ways of 
learning (see Malin, 1989); that is, the student has produced the commonly expected learning 
outcome in a way that the teacher recognises.  Yet, according to Christie’s (1984) research, 
Aboriginal children spend much of their time in the classroom guessing how the teacher wants 
them to learn and what the teacher wants them to know.  Thus, Christie (1984), Harris (1987), 
and Hughes, More and Williams (2004) maintain that Aboriginal students’ perceived failure in 
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mainstream schooling systems is not just a function of Aboriginal students’ and mainstream’s 
competing knowledge bases, but also of the incompatibility of different ways of learning.   
 
So what framework might non-Aboriginal literacy teachers use to guide their practice so 
Aboriginal students can have their prior knowledges and ways of learning recognised by the non-
Aboriginal teacher and students, and thus their literacy outcomes enhanced?  In the next section, 
a framework worthy of consideration is presented.  
 
The Four Knowledge Processes  
 
The principled foundation of The New London Group’s (2000, p. 13) pedagogy of multiliteracies 
is that ‘it is not a teacher’s job to produce docile, compliant workers’.  This group is emphatic 
that students need to ‘develop the capacity to speak up, to negotiate, and to be able to engage 
critically’ with the conditions of their lives, both in the present and in the future (The New 
London Group, 2000, p. 13).  In their work that follows on from this, Kalantzis and Cope (2004) 
put forward suggestions for designs for learning, that focus on the multiple and diverse 
experiences, lifeworlds, languages and modes of communication used in knowledge producing 
communities.  In particular, they suggest four knowledge processes, that is, choices of pedagogy 
that should be considered as teachers plan a learning experience.  These four knowledge 
processes are presented below.  
 
Experiencing 
- The known: Learning activities focused primarily on personal knowledge, concrete 
experience, evidence, data from students’ own lives.  Drawing on the learner’s prior 
knowledge, life experience and community background as a learning resource. 
- The new: Immersion in new knowledge, texts, experiences and community settings which 
connect with the learner to the extent that the new makes ‘half sense’. 
 
Conceptualising 
- By naming: Defining and applying concepts. 




- Functionally: Learning activities which help explain cause and effect, and what things do. 
- Critically: Analysing purposes and human intentions involved in knowledge.  Who is it for?  
Interpreting the personal and cultural perspectives involved in knowledge.   What point of 
view does it represent?  Whose interests does it serve? 
 
Applying 
- Appropriately: Applying knowledge in an appropriate way to a typical situation. 
- Creatively: Applying knowledge in a creat4eive or innovative way.  Or taking knowledge 
from one setting, and adapting it to a different setting. 
 
(Kalantzis & Cope, 2004, p. 42) 
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The four knowledge processes can be translated into classroom talk at about the mid-primary 
level into ‘knowing things’, as detailed in the following list. 
 
By Being 
- In your world 
- In new worlds 
 
By Connecting 
- The same type of thing 
- Different types of things 
 
By Thinking About 
- What something does 
- Who something is for 
 
By Doing Things 
- The right way 
- In interesting ways 
 
(Kalantzis & Cope, 2004, p. 45) 
  
This framework for thinking, acting and learning incorporates the increasingly multiplicity and 
integration of significant modes of meaning-making, for example, where textual modes are also 
related to visual, audio, spatial, and behavioural modes of meaning.  Importantly, the four 
knowledge processes do not constitute a linear hierarchy, nor do they represent stages.  Rather, 
the elements of each may occur simultaneously, while at different times, one or the other will 
predominate.  Moreover, all four knowledge processes are repeatedly revisted at different levels 
for different outcomes.       
 
The next section of this paper outlines three process drama strategies that I have used to engage 
students from socially and culturally diverse backgrounds and experiences in an attempt to 
promote all four knowledge processes.     
 
Pedagogical Practice: Three Process Drama Strategies 
 
The three process drama strategies that I outline, below, have three interrelated goals.  The first 
two goals are specific to the needs of Aboriginal students.  The third goal is broader in that it also 
applies to non-Aboriginal students.   
 
The first goal is to build trust between the non-Aboriginal teacher and the Aboriginal students.  
Malin (1989) asserts that non-Aboriginal teachers and Aboriginal students must establish a pact 
of mutual trust where each recognises and values the knowledge and identity of the other.  For 
example, trust can be built by accepting and utilising the ideas offered by Aboriginal students.  
Malin (1989) maintains that it is less advantageous for all knowledge to be transmitted from the 
teacher to Aboriginal students; rather, there should be a reciprocal exchange of knowledge in 
both directions.  Such an exchange means that Aboriginal students are in control of something 
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important in terms of learning in the school context – determining the viewpoints that are made 
available for discussion and the ways of learning.  Trust can also be built by permitting the 
students to elect if they work individually or in groups, and if so, how these groups are 
constituted (eg. homogeneously or heterogeneously according to ability levels, cultural viewpoint 
etc). 
  
The second goal is to validate Aboriginal students’ ways of learning, knowledges and existing 
literacy competencies.  To do otherwise could be to perpetuate the unequal power relations where 
Aboriginal people are assimilated into white Western ways of learning and knowledge bases.  
Malcolm (2002, p. 131) asserts that the exclusion of Aboriginal languages and Aboriginal 
English from classroom communication is ‘a symbolic exclusion of the identity and perspectives 
of those who speak them.  It packages education as a one-way process in which only one culture 
and way of thinking are legitimised’.  The three process drama activities outlined do not require 
the teacher to be a passive observer of Aboriginal students as they learn.  Instead the teacher 
needs to move between groups/individuals as they work and listen or watch them working.  The 
watching is not for the primary purpose of discipline, as in Bentham’s Panopticon (Foucault, 
1979).  Rather, the watching provides the lens for the teacher to appropriately scaffold each 
student’s learning through the graduated building of questions and to assist with the 
communication of their messages through a range of literacies.   
 
This individualised teacher/student interaction can be used to expose Aboriginal students to 
alternative ways of learning.  According to Harrison (2004, p. 155) Aboriginal students ‘should 
be able to see where the ideas and positions in a classroom text come from and how they are 
linked together through particular techniques’. Even though the students may elect to undertake 
group work in their preferred language, they may need help to code switch to SAE for reporting 
or presentation work.  Working with the teacher in this way allows students to get feedback from 
the teacher and undertake a rehearsal before presenting their ideas to the larger group.  This more 
individualised instruction provides an opportunity for Aboriginal students to also learn how and 
when to respond to the teacher and allows them to start to anticipate the kind of answers that can 
also form part of the mainstream pedagogical dialogue process (Malin, 2002).  Malcolm (2002, p. 
139) also suggests that structuring activities in this way improves the chances that the non-
Aboriginal teacher will pick up on the ‘soft and unexpected answers or comments from reticent 
students’ the first time they are offered.  Such processes ensure students are set up for success 
and are empowering when Aboriginal students find out that their learning strengths ‘are as 
effective as those of the other students although they may differ from others’ (Hughes, More & 
Williams, 2004, p. 31).  Moreover, this two-way bidialectal experience shows that the teacher 
respects the students’ language of choice, ways of learning and worldview while supporting the 
students’ understanding of the knowledges and languages of power.  This is a tangible example 
of Yunupingu’s (1989) notion of ‘Double Power’.  
 
The third goal relates to the content of instruction and has applicability for Aboriginal and non-
Aboriginal students.  The goal for Aboriginal students is not so much focused on discovering 
who the Aboriginal students are, or to reinforce victimisation, but to create the space for 
Aboriginal students to refuse negative and historically dated stereotypes of Aboriginal peoples as 
well as media portrayals that give the impression that Aboriginal people belong to a monolithic 
group.  The goal for the non-Aboriginal students is to contribute to their cross-cultural awareness, 
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anti-racist understandings and recognition of collective as well as individual identities for 
Aboriginal people.   
 
The three process drama strategies that are introduced, below, are: slip writing; milling; and 
interviewing and introducing.   
 
Slip Writing – The Activity 
 
Resources:  3 different coloured slips of paper (eg, yellow, orange & red) for each student, pair 
or small group 
Activity:  Students to discuss (in their language of choice) their viewpoint about three topics 
related to the issue under investigation, and then record in either pictorial or 
written form their response.  For example, students may respond to the following 
sorts of questions/statements: ‘What reconciliation means to me?’ (yellow slip); 
‘A fact about Aboriginal people’ (orange slip); and ‘Name one famous Aboriginal 
person’ (red slip).  Alternatively, students may elect to present their response to 
the teacher, either orally, via role play or gestures.  The teacher can then assist the 
students to record their response on the slip.  The slips of paper are collected and 
re-distributed so that all slips of the same colour are focused upon by the one 
working party.  Each working party ‘reads’ all of the contributions (which are 
anonymous) and discuss different ways to categorise and visually present the 
responses.  The teacher moves between working parties for the purpose of 
orientating students to interpreting the personal and cultural perspectives evident 
within the students’ nominations.  One or more members of each working party 
report their discussions/findings back to the class.  Students are encouraged to 
pass comment or reassert their viewpoint if they feel that it was misunderstood or 
overlooked by the working party.   
 
In providing a forum for diverse opinions to be put forward, ‘teachers must consider the affective 
and socio-cultural needs and identities of all learners’ and provide a space where ‘all learners are 
secure in taking risks and trusting the guidance of others’ (The New London Group, 2000, p.33).  
The group work component of slip writing permits the teacher to provide specific instruction to 
individuals or small groups, especially in terms of code-switching for presenting outcomes to the 
rest of the class.  Slip writing allows Aboriginal students to have input into the content of 
instruction, gives them an immediate need for print based and oral SAE, and a reason to be 
critically involved.   
 
In terms of the knowledge processes, slip writing provides opportunities for students to 
experience both what they know and possibly something new, as articulated by students’ diverse 
responses.  Slip writing draws on each student’s prior knowledge and life experiences as a 
learning resource.  Students are involved in conceptualising by naming the different categories 
of responses and theorising in that they form generalisations about the constitution of categories.  
There is the opportunity for students to critically analyse the personal and cultural perspectives 
involved when considering how viewpoints occupy different and contradictory positions.  
Students who elect to reassert their viewpoint, or debate a point, are possibly engaging in critical 
analysis and/or creative application. 
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Milling – The Activity 
 
Resources:  response sheet (see figure 1, below) for each student or pair  
Activity:  The response sheet is divided into three arrays.  The first array is to be completed 
by an individual or pair of students.  As it is for their own records, they select the 
form of representation that they prefer (eg. language, pictorial or written, etc).  
Students need to give up to three responses to each statement/question.  Once 
students have completed the first array, they circulate and speak to a minimum of 
three other individuals/pairs of students, discussing their responses to the same 
statements/questions.  Any differences in responses are recorded in the second 
array.  Again, students select the language and form of representation.  Once 
students have canvassed a range of opinions, they return to their own working 
space and complete the third array.  Completing the third array requires them to 
write questions/statements about what they want to find out about as they study 
the topic under investigation.  As the third array is the students’ communication to 
the non-Aboriginal teacher, students should use SAE.  The teacher may need to 
work with particular individuals/pairs to assist them with the code-switching 
requirements.   
 
Figure 1: Milling Response Sheet 
 
Array One: What I know about …. 
the food Aboriginal 
people eat 
   
hobbies of 
Aboriginal people  
   
the land rights issue    




   
hobbies of 
Aboriginal people 
   
the land rights 
issue 
   




   
hobbies of 
Aboriginal people 
   
the land rights 
issue 
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In terms of the knowledge processes, the milling activity serves to make explicit students’ diverse 
viewpoints, thus it has the potential for students to experience content knowledge that they know 
and what may be new to them.  They are also applying a learning resource, that is, their 
knowledge in an appropriate way.  When students have finished the second array, the teacher 
could encourage students to consider questions such as: ‘Who did you speak to?’; ‘Why these 
people?’; and, ‘Did you get the response that you predicted?’  Such a discussion would orientate 
students to critical analysis.  As the third array requires students to identify a new problem or 
what they need to build knowledge about, it orientates students to creative application. 
 
 
Interviewing & Introducing  – The Activity 
 
Resources:  biographies of Aboriginal people (include a selection of famous and everyday 
Aboriginal people) – one biography per pair of students  
 red arm bands 
Activity:  Students are divided into two groups: interviewers & interviewees.  All of the 
interviewees take on the role of an Aboriginal personality and to denote this, wear 
a red armband.  Each interviewee is given a biography to read.  These may have 
been researched by the students in a previous lesson and can be presented in a 
range of languages.  The interviewee then has to think about how they are going to 
mime a significant attribute of their personality (eg. vocation/hobby/etc).  In the 
meantime, the interviewers are given a slip of paper that provides a hint about the 
personality they are going to interview (eg. This personality teaches defensive 
driving; This personality works as a jackaroo, etc).  Interviewers need to 
determine their purpose for conducting an interview (eg report for local paper, 
national current affairs show, etc).  All students are called together and 
interviewees take their turn to act out their mine.  Interviewers detect the 
personality they are supposed to interview and then interviewers & interviewees 
find a space to hold their interviews.  During this phase, the teacher moves 
between groups and assists/facilitates as appropriate.  This phase may take more 
than one lesson.  At the conclusion of the interviews, the class re-assembles, and 
interviewers take turns to introduce their personality to the rest of the group, either 
orally or by reading a prepared written statement.  As an extension, the Aboriginal 
personalities could review their peer’s presentation of their personality in terms of 
its accuracy and its worldview.     
 
The critical purpose of this activity is to counter stereotyped notions of Aboriginal people as a 
singular traditional cultural group or as a disadvantaged group.  Although these discourses of 
representation appear in the media (and in much of the educational literature on Indigenous 
education), they do not reflect the way things are (or have been) in Australian society.  Rather, as 
Gale (1996, p. 339) argues, these representations ‘both produce, and constrain, relations between 
indigenous and non-indigenous people’.   
 
This activity orientates students to experiencing the new both in terms of its content and its 
mode of presentation (biographies), although for some students, it could serve to confirm what 
they already know. Again, the students can make choices, such as which languages and literacies 
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they access/draw upon for which parts of the activity, who can speak, when and how.  This 
component of the activity orientates students to critical analysis.  Interviewers have to produce 
the questions to help them to collect the data, that is, apply interview skills functionally.  
Interviewers also have to make choices about what is reported back to the rest of the group, thus 
the activity requires them to critically analyse their text.  Interviewers may elect to stay within 
the conventions of a formal introduction, while others may be more creative in that they employ 
multimodal text or cross genres.  Completing a review of a peer’s introduction orientates the 
Aboriginal personalities to critical analysis, especially if they have to conceptualise the 
categories/criteria of the review, apply the criteria and determine how they will communicate 
their outcomes to their peers.   
  
Giving the students opportunities to experience the language several times can enhance all three-
process drama activities.  This can be done through video taping group work and letting the 
students watch, stop and replay the segments that interest them or letting the students document 
what they have learnt.  The teacher can also use the discussions that emanate from these 
extension activities as additional opportunities to ask further scaffolding questions that probe 
students’ understandings or model and extend students’ communication repertoires.  This 
repetition may be useful for students who may have missed parts of the initial discussion because 
they were involved with their own groups, were absent or not motivated at that point in time 
(intrinsically or due to hearing problems, etc).     
 
Discussion & Conclusion  
 
The three process drama strategies suggested require students to listen to each other.  Space is 
given for non-Aboriginal students to interpret the knowledge and ways of learning that have been 
put forward by a range of students.  In particular, Aboriginal students are then given the 
opportunity to assess and certify others’ understandings of their knowledge and ways of learning.  
It is through these processes that all students are able to critique their own background 
knowledge and ways of learning.  These processes have the potential to transform students’ 
learning about Aboriginal Australians because students have been active within the knowledge 
building process.  Moreover, non-Aboriginal teachers are not constituted as an authority on 
Aboriginal people.  
 
While I have no formalised data on the students’ responses to these process drama activities, nor 
have I conducted these lessons outside of urban contexts, I believe there is merit in continuing to 
explore ways non-Aboriginal teachers can work with Aboriginal students to improve students’ 
literacy outcomes.  And finally, I do acknowledge that these negotiations of differences may be 
difficult, and sometimes tense, however, if our goal for education is to produce a more socially-
just world for all of our students, then they are content areas that we have to explore through 
carefully planned pedagogy.  In her discussion of pedagogies for culturally diverse contexts, 
Cazden (2000) suggests that as students get older, goals such as these increase in importance, 
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